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134 Nicole Ludwig Interview Transcript
Frankfurt, Germany
October 7, 2017
Nicole Ludwig: I am married, with two children. I have a five-year-old son and three-year-old
daughter. I work in refugee camp close to my home. My first connection with refugees was when
I once sorted through some clothing donated to refugees. There was a newspaper article about a
camp of 50 mobile homes to located near my home. In 2016, I organized a group of my neighbors
to help out at the camp. And I realized fairly quickly the first need was to help teach them
German.
The refugees needed clothes and the children needed something to play with. They needed
something to keep them busy because they didn’t have school, yet, so we tried to set this up with
volunteers in the neighborhood.
We had meetings in our neighborhood cafe. We tried to figure out what the people would like and
we wanted to find out directly from them, which was quite difficult sometimes. We had
translators in the camp who were supporting us to find out what their needs were. The cultures are
really different so if I told them we would meet at 2:00 to go to the zoo, for example, they would
show up at 3:30 probably — and only half of them. That was also something we needed to learn.
We also asked for more teachers to give German lessons to the kids. We began by giving craft
lessons to the kids; that’s how they began learning German, how to behave normally in our
European culture, to ask for something politely, to wait, and to be patient. It was nice to see but
also difficult for the volunteers to learn how to deal with this.
Sometimes we’d have to have “break outs” — tell them we weren’t coming for the next two or
three weeks because they weren’t keeping to the rules, that we have rules here in Germany
different than what you had in your home country and during the time you were fleeing to
Germany.
I saw that the kids were in survival mode. They saw something and they just grabbed everything
they could get, like paints, brought it to their home and came back. Then they couldn’t understand
why we couldn’t play together now because they didn’t understand that without paints, we
couldn’t continue the activity. After two weeks, the volunteers came back and they were standing
in line and waiting and asking for stuff — pens and paper. They were saying “please” and “thank
you” and were patient. We were glad.
Some of them were still untamed, but on the whole it worked out pretty well. The volunteers were
very happy about that, of course.
The first impression I had when I went into the camp was that the people were really nice. They
smile from the bottom of their hearts. But they also have a lot of pain inside of them that you can
see in their eyes but you have no idea what is going on inside of them.
So the first time I went to the camp and was talking to the director over there, I watched a little
girl who was eight years old painting trucks with machine guns on the bottom of her paper. Men
in the trucks were shooting people and she had drawn bodies dead on the ground. To one side you
could see the sea with boats and people inside but also dead people in the water. At the top of the
painting was a German flag, mountains and flowers, and people dancing. Seeing an eight-year-old

girl paint something like that is incredible. You have no idea what they have gone through and
what they have seen in their young lives.
Our volunteer group offered homework support when the children began going to school. We
gave them reading lessons — right from the beginning. We took our baby picture books with us.
We had special tutoring for kids who needed extra support. In Germany, the refugee children
begin with intensive German classes then when they have learned enough to understand, they are
put into regular classes with the other children. But in their regular classes, they also need to learn
English, which they don’t know anything about so we try to support them with some English
tutoring classes.
We also built up a library, with the awesome help of Julie. We now have over 1,000 books for the
kids and adults to read. They can go every day and borrow books.
We did some craft sessions for the kids. We did trips to the zoo, to museums, to theaters. We built
lounge furniture for one of the big tents we had in the trailer park. We got together with the
people in the camp and sewed the cushions and pillows which were put onto those pieces of
furniture. We had bicycle workshops. We went with teenage girls to the grocery store and tried to
teach them about health and make up products — things they have interest in but don’t have the
money or knowledge to enjoy. We also had cooking classes. We did Christmas tree decorations
on a tree we put up last year. We made pumpkins for Halloween and lanterns for St. Martins
where the kids ran around with them. We made Christmas cookies and we also celebrated the end
of Ramadan.
We tried to get the people from our neighborhood and the people in the camp together by tearing
down the borders they have. Because they are afraid of knowing each other. The refugees might
think, “Oh, I don’t know about those Germans. They are so strange.” And it’s the other way
around, too. We tried to get to know their culture and they got to know ours.
I still remember when I said, “We’re going to put up a Christmas tree. Everyone in the camp, the
volunteers, said, “What, you can’t put up a Christmas tree in a camp made up of Syrians and
Afghanis!” And I said, “Of course, they are in Germany.” And we celebrated Christmas and it
was an awesome party that we had. They got Christmas presents and everyone was happy.
There was one Syrian man, an elderly man, who came to the director the next day and said, “You
know, I want to go back to my home but I want to collect good memories to take back with me.
And yesterday it was so cold but people from the neighborhood were coming and we were putting
up this Christmas tree and the kids have been decorating it with their own, handmade decorations
and everyone had fun. We had all that food and it was so beautiful. This is one of the best
memories I have so far from Germany.
This is what we try to do. To make good memories and to make life easier for them. To support
them but we also get a lot of them back.
Their culture is that the women stay at home and take care of the kids and the men go to work and
this is the first issue that we had. It was hard for us to tell them, “You are a woman but you also
need to learn German because you will be living in this country and need to be able to talk to
people.” The women need support to help convince their husbands that they should be allowed to
learn German.

We try to have German families sponsor refugee families so they see how a German family lives
and how do the relationships work. The children learn fast. Some of the little girls said, “In
Germany you don’t beat women.” It takes the adults a little longer to learn. But this shows how
different the culture is between women and men there compared to here. They need to know what
our culture is in Germany but we need to respect their culture as well.
They have the opportunity to learn German in a few schools. The government makes it possible.
It’s important for them to do this.
The second thing is that most of them have a lot of trauma; they need professional support from
doctors but also support from friends. They need to be able to open up and talk about their trauma
without someone next to them being totally afraid of what they’re hearing. They need to show
compassion and simply express how sorry they are for what they have been going through. You
are safe for the moment and we’ll do all we can to keep it that way. Look into the future and try
to stay positive.
I had an elderly woman in the camp. She was there with her adult son. She stayed for months in
her trailer; she didn’t come out. We discovered that she was really traumatized. I knew her story
but never really thought about it until one day another volunteer came to me and said, “You know
what? I met her at the playground and she was just sitting there enjoying watching the children
laugh.” And she said, “Do you know what she did?” And I said, “Yes, she told you a story.” I
could see the tears in her eyes and I said I know her story and I know what she told you because
she’s opening up and she needs somebody to listen. So she goes to someone she knows just a
little bit from the camp. She was just sitting next to my friend and she was signing her story but
my friend understood. But for my friend it was so overwhelming that she was sitting there on the
playground with this Afghani woman both of them crying but not understanding each other.
That’s what they need. They just need someone sitting next to them holding their hand and saying,
“I understand you.” I told this woman, “You need to be patient. With you, you have a good plan
and you will be fine, but you need to be patient.”
Her story was that the Taliban killed her son in front of her eyes and she left Afghanistan with her
other son and she was hoping for a better life in Germany. And she will have a better life but she
needs to be patient, even if it is hard. And I still remember the day she got a letter and she came to
me and said, “I got a letter. Can you translate it for me?” And she was allowed to stay for a year
in Germany. She still didn’t understand me, but I told her it was good. And she was trembling and
crying she was so happy.
And she always tells us she wants to have a house with her family. And we told her, “No, you
need to look for an apartment. Not a house. You will be fine in an apartment.” And she said, “No,
I will have a house.” So she made her own plans and she was dreaming about her future. Now
she’s living together with a family in a house in Frankfurt — happy, learning German, finding
friends. It’s getting better. She’s getting positive and looking into the future. Those are the nice
stories we have, of course.
My work has affected my children, especially my son, who was four years old. He loved to work
in the bike shop with a man in the camp who fixed bikes for everyone. He always welcomed my
son with open arms. And he loved to help him and when it came time to go home, he didn’t want
to go. Then there was this day when the kindergarten teacher asked me if I had a minute, and I
said, “Of course.” And she asked me, “What changed? What has changed in your family? There
is something different about your son. He’s behaving differently. He’s much more social than he
was before. He participates with other children and they talk about refugees. And he was telling

them they were talking absolute nonsense. Refugees are poor people we need to help and support
and they don’t need to do what you are telling them. They’re just like you and me and they are
really good at repairing bikes.”
So it’s nice to see that my work at the camp was also influencing my son and that he was getting
something out of it even if I didn’t recognize it. It has had a positive influence on him. It has
helped me decide what I want to do with my life. I want to be a good role model for my kids and
show them what is most important in the world. It’s about compassion; it’s about helping other
people. It’s not about yourself and how much money you earn or what kind of job you have or
what kind of car you ride in. It’s about who you are. In the end you will be judged by the fullness
of your heart. That’s what I’m trying to teach my kids.

